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ABSTRACT
GRAPHIC NOVELS: AGENTS OF READING ENGAGEMENT
By
Susan Hornbogen

This thesis examines the role of graphic novels as agents of reading engagement in the 616 classroom. Chapter 1 explores the definition of the graphic novel. Chapter 2 discusses,
in a historical context, how graphic novels grew out of the comic book industry. Chapter
3 examines graphic novels through the rhetorical criticism of Kenneth Burke and Sonja
Foss. Chapter 3 also establishes how graphic novel reading is a transactional event
through the work of Louise M. Rosenblatt, and how reading graphic novels encourages
students to adopt an aesthetic reading stance. Chapter 4 addresses the pedagogical role of
graphic novels in the 6-16 classroom and how the graphic novel format enhances
meaning making and develops life-long readers. Chapter 5 establishes graphic novels as
literature whose multimodal format and content address multiliteracies that support the
Common Core State Standards.
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INTRODUCTION

Graphic novels have been emerging as literature for thirty-five years. As agents of
reading engagement, the discussion and study of graphic novels as well as their place in
the 6-16 classroom is on-going. An extension of that discussion is the definition of what a
graphic novel is or isn’t and how that definition is understood by readers of different
experience and background. The definition of a graphic novel is the source of debate
among scholars such as McCloud, Abel, Hatfield and Yang whose definitions vary
somewhat, while Chute advocates the term “graphic narrative” due to the personal
content of many graphic novels. At the same time and even though the sales of graphic
novels and the library circulation statistics show them to be extremely popular, there
exists a vacuum of knowledge as to what they are and how they can be used to support
literacy in the classroom. For example, as a teacher who reads graphic novels, I have
found that graphic novels, as agents of reading engagement, are not understood by
teachers and non-teachers alike. Issues such as strict curriculum guidelines, lack of
teacher preparation, and lack of community support may be working to slow the
emergence of graphic novels into the classroom. Graphic novels are more expensive than
traditional reading material and may be beyond the reach of school budgets.

Also, I

have found adult graphic novel and comics readers who are embarrassed to admit they
prefer this format over traditional prose.
Graphic novels are an outgrowth of the comic book industry. A level of prejudice has
followed comics since the early part of the 20th century. Although fun to read, comics
have never enjoyed the status of or been considered part of the literary canon. Granted,
much of what was published early on could be considered trash, but, as comics content
1

became longer and more substantive, that attitude is diminishing. The first graphic novel
marketed as a graphic novel was Will Eisner’s A Contract with God in 1978, and since
then graphic novels have been awarded literary prizes and recognized as literature.
With the awards and recognition that bumped graphic novels into the realm of
literature comes the study and analysis, evaluation and discussion of what they are and
what they mean as agents of reading engagement. I examine the graphic novel through
the lens of rhetorical criticism of Kenneth Burke and Sonja K Foss and graphic novel
reading as a transactional event through the work of Louise M. Rosenblatt. To begin,
symbols such as words are human made and are of an abstract construction. Kenneth
Burke argues that “there are two kinds of writing; namely: pictures and words, with
pictures as the signs of the corresponding non-verbal things, and the written words as the
signs of the corresponding spoken words” (363). An example is the word “ear” which
names a body part, but the word “ear” is not an ear. Symbols, such as words, are a
reference point from which to draw meaning, while signs/icons are used to show
something. Graphic novels use story panels, the gutter (the space between panels), lines,
color, and text to communicate a story in a multimodal format. These elements inform the
story through a form method of rhetorical criticism called cluster criticism pioneered by
Burke. Cluster criticism identifies and analyzes “a vocabulary of thoughts, actions,
emotions, and attitudes for codifying and…interpreting a situation” and can be used for
discursive as well as non-discursive works (Foss 70). In a non-discursive work, cluster
criticism identifies and analyzes the visual elements of an image which serve as words.
To further understand the impact of graphic novels as agents of reading engagement, I
examined reading as a transactional event through the work of Louise M. Rosenblatt to
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show how graphic novels function to engage students to read from an aesthetic stance due
to the combination of text and image.
From a pedagogical perspective, I explore the literary role graphic novels play in the
6-16 classroom as agents of learning: how graphic novels enhance student’s abilities to
become active meaning makers of language. According to Schwarz, “To read and
interpret graphic novels, students have to pay attention to the usual literary elements of
character, plot, and dialogue, and they also have to consider visual elements such as
color, shading, panel layout, perspective, and even the lettering style” (“Expanding
Literacies” 59). Literature coupled with graphics allows students to respond in a variety
of ways that make successful in the classroom. This stance is supported by evidence from
scholars such as Carter, Tabachnick, Schmidt and the Modern Language Association.
The expectation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) Initiative is that
students will read at the college and career level upon graduation from a secondary
school. At this level, the CCSS expects students will have gained the skill set necessary
to continue to “build knowledge, gain insights, explore possibilities, and broaden their
perspective” (CCSS, “Key Points”). Additionally, the CCSS expects “the skills and
understandings students are expected to demonstrate have wide applicability outside the
classroom or workplace” and “students who meet the Standards develop the skills in
reading, writing, speaking, and listening that are the foundation for any creative and
purposeful expression in language” (CCSS, “Home”). Graphic novels have the ability to
influence and teach readers of all levels, in and out the classroom, because of their
multimodal approach and the multiliteracies they embrace.

3

Note: Many of the quotes used in this thesis have bolded words in them. The use of
bolded words in comics and graphic novels are ways to provide emphasis to the text or
conversation of the characters. The quotes are how they appear in the original.

4

What Is a Graphic Novel?
Graphic novels have been emerging as literature for thirty-five years. The discussion
and study of their place in the classroom as agents of reading engagement for students
continues to grow. In addition to the discussion and study of graphic novels as agents of
reading engagement is the scholarly quest to define what they are. The graphic novel
definition continues to expand and contract in academic circles. However, the definition
of a graphic novel among some populations of teachers and the public remains a source
of confusion. Also, there is the question as to whether or not graphic novels can be
considered literature much less ‘good’ literature. Before moving into the graphic novel
definition discussion, I am going to relate some of my experiences with graphic novels
and comics.
In my experience, I have found that what a graphic novel is or isn’t is not always
understood. Some individuals think graphic novels are “dirty” picture books while others
dismiss them as cartoon/comic books of less value than a ‘real’ book. A high school
teacher friend, even while bemoaning the efferent reading stance of her students, told me
she does not consider graphic novels legitimate reading material for the classroom
insisting that students read without pictures. I found her response odd since she is an
excellent teacher who incorporates multi-modal presentations-text, power point and
internet- in all her science classes. From these two responses, I draw the anecdotal
conclusion that graphic novels are still in the process of being accepted as legitimate
literature by some based on their understanding or misunderstanding of what they are.
During the course of another discussion about my project, two male friends, both adults
with adult children, were embarrassed to admit that they are avid graphic novel and
5

comic book readers. They were embarrassed because 1) they had a hard time reading
‘real’ books as students and 2) they like comics and graphic novels. Both said they had
struggled to learn to read as children. One grappled with feeling ‘dumb’ throughout his
school years because of his struggle to read and was apologetic that he still read comics at
his age. The other had a forward thinking Catholic nun teacher in grade school in the
1960’s who told his mother to buy him comic books. He said after negotiating a few
issues of “Superman”, reading became much easier for him and he continues to enjoy this
mode of reading as an adult. Both of these admissions of reading ability quilt emphasize
the need to accept graphic novels and comics as agents of reading engagement. By
offering students multi-modal reading formats such as graphic novels and keeping in
mind that the literary canon can be adapted to graphic novel format, educators can help
students accomplish two things. First, struggling readers will become successful readers,
and second, no readers will be embarrassed by their choice of reading material due to its
format.
As a substitute teacher, I noticed graphic novels being used in the middle school with
poor and reluctant readers. I admit that the first time I saw a middle school student glued
to a copy of Dav Pilkey’s Captain Underpants, I didn’t know what to make of it. I had
read Art Spielgeman’s Maus and Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis, both war memoirs, but a
round guy with a cape flying around in his underwear? However, as I watched students
come in to the classroom and find a copy of Captain Underpants to read day after day, I
realized students were reading without prompting and that act of reading was more
important than my antiquated attitude toward the less than high-brow (my opinion at the
time) Captain Underpants. Since then, I have changed my mind. The book titles are a
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study in alliteration with titles like Captain Underpants and the Bionic Booger Boy and
Captain Underpants and the Revolting Revenge of the Radioactive Robo-Boxers for
example. And, according to the Marshall University library website, Captain Underpants
has been an honored member of the Banned Book List since 2001 due to what some call
offensive language, anti-family content and modeling bad behavior; no wonder students
like them.
At a local high school where I taught, students were “encouraged” to participate in
reading a picture-less novel, fiction or non-fiction, for 15 minutes during the school day
as part of a school-wide attempt to get students to read on their own. Many students
enjoyed the reading time during the school day and just as many struggled to look
engrossed in books they were not interested in. Some students had choices like magazines
with a range of topics and pictures, but magazine availability depended on whether or not
a student was in a core classroom where students were expected to bring their own novel
or a learning center full of reading options. In the learning center, I noticed many
students preferred to read magazines, especially when the magazines contained
something that interested them like snowboarding or motor bikes or current events. Not
unlike graphic novels in presentation, magazines attracted students due to their
combination of topic, text, and images.
My first experiment using a graphic novel in the sophomore classroom happened
while teaching Night by Elie Wiesel as a student teacher. I paired a section of Maus by
Art Spiegleman with a section in Night using the forced march that occurred in both
stories. Since buying a class set of Maus was not an option, I made a class set of the
corresponding chapter in Maus. The assignment was to write a short compare/contrast
7

paper based on both version and how their presentation informed the readers
understanding of what happened. Some of the students, saying the Holocaust was too
serious to be put into carton format, were confused by the graphic novel chapter. I
encouraged them to explore their concerns in the paper. Again, it occurred to me that
some students were unaware of graphic novels and comics and that I should have
foregrounded the use of Maus with an explanation of text and image as learning tools.
Over the last several years, the graphic novel section of the local public library has
expanded considerably due to the graphic novels popularity. Originally, the available
graphic novel reading took up two book shelf sections. Currently, and depending on the
age group, the graphic novel section takes up three entire rows of bookcases in the young
adult area in addition to the ones shelved in the children’s area and the adult fiction and
non-fiction sections of the library. The library has a very up-to-date collection which
includes manga as well as bound comics and the latest fiction and nonfiction graphic
novels. The growth of the graphic novel collection and the willingness of the library to
buy these books is a testament to the demand for this type of reading material across age
groups.
As graphic novels continue to grow in popularity and acceptance across the student
and adult populations, what they are is important to understanding them. The competing
definitions are important to understanding how the multi-modal format has grown and
why they have moved into the realm of legitimate literature.
Will Eisner has been credited with coining the term ‘graphic novel’ as a way to
separate his book-length work from the newspaper comic The Spirit which he wrote and
was published during the 1940’s and 1950’s. His reputation was that of a newspaper
8

comics writer and illustrator not an extended story author. To get corporate publishers
interested in his book, A Contract with God, Eisner sold it as a graphic novel in 1978 and
it was marketed as such even though other authors had published graphic novels in the
underground press as early as 1972. Since then, the definition of what a graphic novel is
has become a serious discussion topic. The argument centers on what a graphic novel is
or is not, and in keeping with the increased interest in graphic novels as agents of reading
engagement, the expanded or contracted graphic novel definition depends on the
interpreter.
Kat Kan’s Graphic Novels and Comic Books includes a comic, “What is a “graphic
novel”?” by Jessica Abel defining graphic novels as “a long comic book…a magazine or
bound book …a medium for expressing information and/or artistic ideas that is defined
by images used in sequence” (8). She adds that comics use word and thought balloons
and “certain kinds of characters, like funny animals or licensed characters.” More
importantly, Abel clarifies that like film and painting, “comics …is a container for ideas”
(9). She includes that the term graphic means a story “told in images”(9) and the images
are not graphic in the sense of sexual or risqué. Abel ends the sequential strip with “[t]he
great thing about comics is, you can get an idea of their content just by flipping them
open!”(9). This statement underlines how the combination of image and text can make
the decision to read a graphic novel easy for anyone; like a magazine, the images will be
of interest or they won’t be of interest to a potential reader.
Scott McCloud adds to Abel’s container idea by drawing the words “written word,
music, video, theater, visual arts and film” each inside its own water pitcher: “The
artform–the medium-known as comics is a vessel which can hold any number of ideas
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and images. The content is up to the creators… the trick is to never mistake the message
for the messenger” (Understanding Comics 6). McCloud’s final definition is “comics
(kom’iks) n. plural in form used with a singular verb. 1. Juxtaposed pictorial and other
images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an
aesthetic response in the viewer” (Understanding Comics 9). Along with his definition of
what comics are or aren’t, McCloud has specific lists what can be used in comics: all
topics, all genres, all types of tools and materials, all philosophies, all movements and all
ways of seeing. Although McCloud uses the term comics instead of graphic novel, they
are the same because comics and graphic novels share the same attributes.
Hillary Chute, author of Graphic Women: Life Narrative and Contemporary
Comics, examines the “innovative genre of life writing” (2) of five female authors
through a feminist lens in her book. Due to the political, social and physical violence
expressed in the writing of these and other women authors, Chute argues that the term
‘graphic novel’ to be changed to ‘graphic narrative’ which designates a book-length work
composed in the medium of comics”(3). Chute argues that “the most riveting comics
texts coming out right now - from men and women alike - are not novels at all”(3)
because much of the work is historical, self-representational fiction and nonfiction where
the author “is a first-person narrator who is graphically visible on the page”(4). She traces
the emergence of women author/artists, specifically those who write and draw their own
stories, into the comics realm. Chute states that the term graphic narrative establishes
what she calls “an expanded idiom of witness, a manner of testifying that sets a visual
language in motion with and against the verbal in order to embody individual and
collective experience, to put contingent selves and histories into form”(3). This definition
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is specific to autobiographical works of remembrance and limiting when compared to the
other proposed or refined definitions.
Several academic articles have discussed the validity of the definition of comics and,
by extension, the graphic novel. In the “Theoretical and Aesthetic Issues” section of
Teaching the Graphic Novel, Charles Hatfield, author of “Defining Comics in the
Classroom; or, The Pros and Cons of Unfixability,” proposes that a strict definition of
comics is counter-productive to their study. The well-known definition of Scott
McCloud, “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence” (Understanding
Comics 9) is questioned because McCloud was “influenced by a desire to liberate the
form from suffocating presumptions about market and content” (qtd. in Tabachnick 19).
Hatfield points out that McCloud’s definition also served to bring other pictorial stories
like woodcut novels and picture books into the realm of comics. To cover how comics
could be used in the digital environment, McCloud moved to the term “temporal map”
(Reinventing Comics 206). This broader definition serves to expand the medium of
comics to keep them alive and relevant to the market and the audience.
Hatfield continues that both definitions have allowed a place to begin critical
discussion. He writes that “[a]s with every such working definition, their meanings derive
partly from aims specific to their original publication contexts and partly from what they
have inspired in subsequent studies” (Tabachnick 20).
In his discussion of other academic proposed or refined definitions to McCloud’s
definition of comics, Hatfield’s goal is to invite “informed skepticism about definitions in
general” (Tabinchnick 20). His goal is to put competing definitions of comics on the
teaching table to avoid any one definition becoming the definitive definition. Hatfield’s
11

reasoning is “ [c]omics shouldn’t be easy to define, as they are an interdisciplinary,
indeed antidisciplinary, phenomenon, nudging us usefully out of accustomed habits of
thought and into productive gray areas where various disciplines-such as literature, art,
semiotics, and mass communications-overlap and inform one another”(Tabinchnick 23).
In Drawing Words & Writing Pictures, Jessica Abel and Matt Madden reiterate Abel’s
earlier statement that comics are like film and painting, a medium for expressing ideas.
They proceed to compare three definitions before adding their own view. Looking first at
Will Eisner’s “two-word definition “sequential art” and Scott McCloud’s “Images
juxtaposed in deliberate sequence in order to convey an idea and/or an aesthetic
response” (4), Abel and Madden point out that including “text” as part of the definition
has not been included by either one. Next, they look at David Kunzle, author of an out of
print history of comics titled History of the Comic Strip, who adds to Eisner and
McCloud’s definition stating “there must be a preponderance of image over text” and “
the medium…must be reproductive” and “ [t]he sequence must tell a story that is both
moral and topical”(5). Because Drawing Words & Writing Pictures is designed to follow
a fifteen week college semester to be used in the classroom or by individuals, the authors,
like Hatfield, open the graphic novel definition discussion with the above definitions and
then present their own criteria through the following questions:
1) Are there multiple images that are intended to be read in a certain order?
2) If there is only a single image, does it have a kind of narrative to it?
3) Is there a combination of both text and words?
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The intent is to open the definition of comics to more than a single statement and invite
students to consider multiple ways of looking at the comic/graphic novels.
Gene Yang, educator and graphic novel author of American Born Chinese and the
NCTE Language Arts article titled “Graphic Novels in the Classroom “believes the term
graphic novel to be politically loaded due to “a growing effort to cast the comics medium
in a new, more literary light” (186). To make his point about the suitability of graphic
novels in the classroom, Yang’s article is written and presented in graphic novel format.
His definition of a graphic novel is simple: “any comic book thick enough to need a
spine” (186). This definition is my favorite and works if one is aware of the use of text
and image as literature. However, the simplicity of the definition does not help
demonstrate the value of nor help rationalize graphic novel use in the classroom.
The most informative definition is on the website Get Graphic: The World in Words
and Pictures through the Mississippi State University University Libraries website. It
states that a graphic novel “is a format, not a genre. Graphic novels can be fiction, nonfiction, history, fantasy, or anything in-between. Graphic novels are similar to comic
books because they use sequential art to tell a story. Unlike comic books, graphic novels
are generally stand-alone stories with more complex plots. Collections of short stories
that have been previously published as individual comic books are also considered
graphic novels” (“What is a Graphic Novel?”).
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Comics to Graphic Novels: A Short History
In his work titled Reading Comics: How Graphic Novels Work and What They Mean,
Douglas Wolk discusses the history of comics and how they morphed into graphic
novels. During the 1950’s, comics fan base was changing from stories of Superman and
Spider-man to art comics. These stories were told through the art work featuring “selfcontained, one-off genre stories rather than ongoing serials or reoccurring characters”
(Wolk 37). EC Comics was the largest publisher of “style-centered comics, and they
encouraged their readers (“Fan-Addicts”) to have an attachment to particular cartoonists’
work rather than particular characters’” (37). At the same time, EC Comics “specialized
in shocking, lurid, button-pushing stories …dumb gross-outs” that lead to the company’s
demise brought on by public disgust (38). Wolk is describing the violent and almost
pornographic stance of a segment of the comics published at the time.
In Graphic Novels, New Literacies, and Good Old Social Justice, Gretchen Schwarz
concurs and adds “most comic books in the first half of the 20th century were cheap pulp
material, quickly produced by committee, and not great literature” (71). However,
Schwarz includes in her discussion how the low status of the comics industry opened the
doors to talented people such as immigrants, African Americans and women, who
considered the publishing world closed to them. Although women were employed as
comic colorists by the industry, and a few moved into management positions in the
comics publishing world, they did not gain a foothold as writer/artists until much later.
As early as 1955, comics began to expand beyond superhero stories and develop as a
medium for social commentary. Schwarz mentions how EC Comics managed to
“produce a short story in Incredible Science Fiction that was an allegory about race” and
14

moves to the emergence of the comic counterculture of the 1960’s where the “individual
artist, rather than the committee producing mass entertainment, became the
focus” (71, 72). All of which lead to the creation and 1986 publication of Maus I
followed by Maus II and a Pulitzer Prize for author Art Spiegleman.
The lack of literary quality in comics commented on by Wolk and Schwarz was taken
seriously by many during the 1950’s. In 1954, Dr. Frederic Wertham wrote Seduction of
the Innocent, and “claimed that morally suspect comic books were contributing to
juvenile delinquency” (Wolk 38). The Congress held hearings due to the public outrage
while the comics industry circumvented legislative regulation by introducing the Comics
Code Authority. Basically, the Code stated that “stories dealing with evil shall be used or
shall be published only where the intent is to illustrate a moral issue and in no case shall
be presented alluringly, nor so as to injure the sensibilities of the reader” (Wolk 38). The
industry placed the stamp-like seal which stated “Approved by the Comics Code
Authority” on their publications to let the public know their product was of high moral
caliber.
While the established comics publishing houses were trying to re-build their business
and reputations, the counterculture of the 1960’s opened new selling venues for comic
creators. The artist/authors like Robert Crumb sold their work through head shops and
record stores. The subject material, according to Wolk, was transgressive as possible and
targeted as many taboos as possible. Again, Schwarz concurs writing, “[h]ighly personal
and autobiographical, self-produced, and sold out of small shops, these comic books took
on social taboos and the Viet Nam War. They became an adult medium that could include
quirky artistic styles as well as controversial content” (“Graphic Novels” 72).
15

By the 1980’s, comic book publisher’s joined the independents and began publishing
work that would not pass the Comics Code. During this time, publishers found a new
source of revenue when they bound serialized comics into big books. According to Wolk,
serialized comics in book form gave comic publishers a profit margin that allowed the
comics to be kept in print. In book form, comics moved off the newsstands and into
bookstores attracting a new audience of readers. Binding serialized comics into book
form was great for comic readers. One adult reader notes, “You can read the entire series
and not have to wait for the next issue to resolve the cliff hanger ending. You can just
keep reading!”
At the same time, “a self-published, one shot black-and-white parody of two Marvel
superhero series, New Mutants and Frank Miller’s Daredevil…became a marketing
phenomenon” (Wolk 44). The success of the 1984 creation called Teenage Mutant Ninja
Turtles lead to the beginning of the transference of comics and graphic novels to
television, to movie, to video games and to the respective toy franchises. What began as
cheap pulp comics has morphed into graphic novels which are now part of our cultural
and visual entertainment landscape. The next step is to move graphic novels into the
classroom as agents of reading engagement while aligning them with the Common Core
State Standards.
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Graphic Novels through the Rhetorical Lens and Transactional Theory
To communicate a story in a multi-modal format, graphic novels use story panels, the
gutter (the space between panels), lines, color, and text. I will use a method of rhetorical
criticism pioneered by Kenneth Burke and explained by Sonja Foss called cluster
criticism to discuss how these elements inform the story presentation. Foss states “the
meanings that key symbols have …are discovered by charting the symbols that cluster
around those key symbols” (Foss 71). The key symbols can be used for either discursive
or non-discursive works. In discursive works, the goal is to analyze words in terms of
their significance and how they fit into the work. For non-discursive works, the goal is to
analyze the visual elements - panels, the gutter, lines, color and text - that capture the
viewer’s attention. Although graphic novels are both discursive and non-discursive in
nature, I will only be looking at the non-discursive elements with this methodology.
I looked at graphic novels through the work of Louse M. Rosenblatt whose work deals
with reading as a transactional event. In “Writing and Reading: The Transactional
Theory,” Rosenblatt explains the transactional paradigm as one that includes the sign, the
object and the interpreter. With a nod to Charles Sanders Peirce, who furthered the
scholarship of semiotics the when he “divided all signs into the three categories of icon,
symbol and index based on the relation of the sign to its referent by resemblance (icon),
convention (symbol) or existential connection (index)”(Abdullah and Hubner 12),
Rosenblatt states that Peirce’s triadic model “grounds language and the processes
involved in speaking, listening, writing and reading firmly in the individual’s transactions
with the world” (Writing and Reading 21).
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Building on Peirce’s work, Charles W. Morris defined three branches of semiotics:
semantics, syntax and pragmatics. Semantics is the relation between sign and meaning;
visual signs are dependent on the context and knowledge based on the society and culture
of the sender/receiver. Within semantics is sigmatics defined as the relation between the
sign and the signified and includes icons, symbols and index. An icon is an
image/illustration denoted by its “degree of iconicity” (Abdullah and Hubner 13) - how
closely it resembles the original or by its “degree of abstraction” (Abdullah and Hubner
13) - how far it deviates from the original. In Pictograms, Icons & Signs, Abdullah and
Hubner’s diagram of syntax includes the modes of form, brightness, color, movement and
material. Within form there are five categories: 1) dimension - dot, line, flat surface, body
and space, 2) quality - round, angular, regular, irregular and free, 3) quantity-large or
small, 4) demarcation - includes empty, fully or partially filled, open or closed form, clear
or blurred contours, 5) realization - structured, sketchy, firm, fuzzy, fragmented and free
all of which are part of Graphic Novel art. (Note: The syntactic modes of form in Graphic
Novels will be discussed as part of the non-discursive elements of cluster criticism.)
Lastly, pragmatics is the relationship between the sign, the intention and the interpreter
and this leads to the work of Kenneth Burke and his study of rhetoric and symbols.
According to Sonja K. Foss, “[Kenneth] Burke defines rhetoric as “the use of words
by human agents to form attitudes or to induce actions in other human agents” (69). Foss
outlines Burke’s view of how rhetoric takes place. Humans become individuals through
their physical, emotional and political environments. During this process, individuals
decide what they like and don’t like; what they will associate with and what they will
separate from. Foss writes “As two entities are united in substance through common
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ideas, attitudes, material possessions, or other properties, they are consubstantial” Two
artists are consubstantial …in that they share an interest in art.” (69). Their shared interest
in art encourages the two individuals to identify with one another. Because they are
individuals, they will also be divided on some points; they are “both joined and separate,
at once a distinct substance and consubstantial with another” (70).
In Language as Symbolic Action, Burke discusses his concept of human identification
and how it informs human interaction; what humans are willing to be persuaded by and
how they are implicit in their own persuasion “spontaneously, intuitively, [and]
unconsciously” (301). He gives the following as an example: “If a shepherd is guarding
the sheep so that they may be raised for market, though his role (considered in itself, as
guardian of the sheep) concerns only their good, he is implicitly identified with their
slaughter” (302). In terms of rhetoric, Burke proposes that persuasion between
individuals can take place only when one individual can show the other that they have
mutual ideas, beliefs or ways. For Burke, rhetoric provides a means for “people to
communicate in an attempt to eliminate division” or separation (qtd. in Foss 70).
Symbols, such as words, are a human-made and are of an abstract construction. Burke
argues that there are “two kinds of writing; namely: pictures and words, with pictures as
the signs of the corresponding non-verbal things, and the written words as the signs of the
corresponding spoken words” (Language as Symbolic Action 363). In order to have a
means of communication, individuals must use agreed upon signs and symbols to
designate meaning.
Similarly, Scott McCloud argues in Understanding Comics that symbols are a
category of icon representing concepts, ideas and philosophies (27). Among his examples
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are the Star of David, the Peace Sign, and the Swastika. McCloud states “I am using the
word “icon” to mean any image used to represent a person, place, thing or idea” (27). He
categorizes the icons of language, science and communication under the heading of
practical and places pictures in its own category. McCloud states that “in the nonpictorial icons, meaning is fixed and absolute” regardless of their appearance but that
picture icons “meaning is fluid and variable according to appearance” (28). To
understand his point of view, think about the many ways a Peace Sign can be embellished
but its meaning never changes. A picture icon, however, will vary depending on its actual
resemblance to or abstraction of the real thing.
How do the signs, symbols, icons and images relate to and affect the reader of the
graphic novel? For the most part, each of the above scholars agree that there is a sign or
symbol denoting an object or idea and, depending on the context, one or more individuals
who interpret both to make meaning in all forms of communication. Rosenblatt states that
“[t]he reader’s attention to the text activates certain elements in his [or her] past
experience-external reference, internal response-that have become linked with the verbal
symbols” therefore, “ “the text” may be thought of as the printed signs in their capacity to
serve as symbols” ”(The Reader 11,12). Graphic Novels are a stories told through a
collection of signs, symbols, icons, lines and colors which pull the reader’s attention into
the story due to the picture and text combination. In the terminology of Rosenblatt,
Graphic Novels lead to aesthetic reading “because the reader’s attention is centered
directly on what he [or she] is living through during his [or her] relationship with that
particular text” (The Reader 25).
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An example that clarifies Rosenblatt’s above statement are Abel and Madden, authors
of the text Drawing Words & Writing Pictures, who use the same image/icon of an apple
with different words/symbols to illustrate changes in meaning. The first apple is labeled
‘apple’ denoting what the image is and there is no additional meaning. The second apple
is labeled ‘New York’ and readers aware of the nickname for New York City as “The Big
Apple” will make the association and understand the meaning. The same holds true for
the third apple labeled ‘temptation’ as long as the reader is aware of the cultural
connection to the Bible story of Adam and Eve. Lastly, the apple labeled ‘doctor
repellent’ may be amusing if the reader understands the association with the saying “An
apple a day keeps the doctor away.” Symbols, such as words, are a reference point from
which to draw meaning, while signs/icons are used to show something. Graphic novels
present a different kind of reading due to the picture and text; they require the reader
incorporate two kinds of visual symbols to make meaning from the text.
Panels
According to Will Eisner,
The fundamental function of comics art is to communicate ideas and/or stories by
means of words and pictures involves the movement of certain images (such as
people and things) through space. To deal with the capture or encapsulation of
these events in the flow of the narrative, they must be broken up into sequenced
events. These segments are called panels or frames (39).
Basically, the panel is way to keep the reader focused. One way to better understand
how a panel functions is to compare reading them to watching a movie. With a graphic
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novel, the entire story is visible to the reader while a movie viewer will see only what is
on the screen at a given moment. The point is that reading a graphic novel involves the
cooperation of the reader to follow the story as it is laid out.
For the most part, graphic novels are read left to right, like a book. For example, there
may be six panels on a page in three rows of two panels each. The reader begins on the
left side at the top of the page and read to the right. Then the reader moves to the second
row and read across. Same for the third row of panels. However, the panels may not
always be grouped in that order; they are dependent on what the author is trying to
convey. There may be any combination of panels from a single one to several, but a like
novel, the story will follow a line and sometimes a reader will have to figure that out.
Panel composition, like a written narrative, is planned once the story is framed. Eisner
writes that “[o]nce the flow of action is “framed” it becomes necessary to compose the
panel. This involves perspective and the arrangement of all the elements. The prime
considerations are serving the flow of the narrative and following standard reading
conventions. Concern with mood, emotion, action and timing follows. Decoration or
novelty of arrangement come into play only after these are resolved” (Eisner 90).
The panels are also defined by what they do beyond keeping the focus of the reader.
According to Eisner, the shape of the frame or lack of it can become part of the story by
contributing to the atmosphere of the page as well as enhance the reader’s involvement.
For example, to show height and a falling motion, on page 48 of Comics and Sequential
Art, Eisner has drawn a long panel with two figures, one pushing the other off the top of a
building. To the right of the long panel are three small off-center panels each with an
edge overlapping the long one. The person pushed off the building changes positions in
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each panel as he nears the ground which non-verbally and visually reinforces the action
of falling off the top of the building. Other examples of the non-verbal component of a
panel are jagged edged panels implying volatile emotion, no panel edge implying open
space, and a cloudlike edge conveying a thought or memory.
The splash page is a panel that takes up the entire page. Eisner states that when used
properly, the splash page serves to introduce and set the tone of the narrative, establish a
frame of reference, and grab the reader’s attention for the events to follow (64).
In My Friend Dahmer, author Derf Backderf uses heavily black lined square and
rectangular panels throughout the story. The heavy dark lines contribute to the
atmosphere of the story through their heaviness-like they are trying to keep something
contained. The first panel in the Prologue (page 13) is a splash panel. Introducing the
reader to the story, the panel shows an open road with three hills; effectively giving the
reader a sense of a rolling landscape. The last two hills are bathed in light and the
landscape looks alive. The hill in the foreground sits in shadow: the shadow ends at the
fence on the right side of the image and the dead tree on the left side of the image. The
trees in this part of the image have had their branches removed, there are dead trees and
rotting logs on both sides of the road. Walking in the shadow (a place he will occupy for
his lifetime), away from the reader, on the right side of the road shoulder, is a young
Dahmer.
It is a disturbing image. The horizon looks like an invitation to life while the
foreground implies something stunted. The trees, which seem healthy in the light, are not
healthy in the shadow; parts of them have been cut off as they grew. There are a couple
of ways to look at this. The first is that the branches were cut to allow sunlight in which
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would benefit all the living things in the area. Another is that the branches were cut to
ward off or kill diseased tree parts. Coupled with the hollow logs on the ground and the
leafless trees, there is a sickness that pruning has not helped. These images foreshadow
the story of Dahmer’s life even before the reader begins the story. There is something
dark and diseased surrounding the boy walking the road. The panel has set the tone of the
story, provided the reader with a frame of reference and pulled the reader into the picture.
The reader’s curiosity is piqued and participation in the story begins. Turning the
page, the reader walks with Dahmer for eight panels (pages 14-15), but looks down on
him from above. The eight panels move the reader through time and space. The panel
close-up moves to the top of his head and left shoe crunching in the gravel. The reader
walks with him left foot, right foot, left foot, right foot. The angle of the panel image and
the overhead view serves to pull the reader into the story; many have walked those same
steps at some time. Dahmer stops at the dead cat (page 16), then taps the dead cat with his
left shoe. It is here the reader separates from him. This level of participation will occur
several times throughout the story. The reader participates in the action with Dahmer, but
like Backderf and his friends, will step back when Dahmer’s behaviors over step a certain
level of comfort.
The angle turns to a front view of Dahmer as he holds the dead cat. His face is black
and he begins to sweat (page 17). This is the face occurs every time Dahmer thinks about
bodies. In the story, the sweat drenched face takes the place of words describing the
blackness and turmoil Dahmer feels when he moves to the dark side of psyche.
As the Prologue continues, Dahmer meets some boys and attempts to impress them
with his collection of dead animals which he is dissolving in pickle jars (pages 20-21).
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Dahmer tells the boys he likes to study the bones and wants to see what is inside the
bodies. After he fills a pickle jar and shoves the dead cat into the acid, one of the boys
calls Dahmer’s bluff. Dahmer flies into a rage and smashes one of the jars to show them
(pages 24-25). The smell gags them all and they run into the woods. One of the boys calls
Dahmer a freak. In the last panel of the Prologue (page 27), also a splash page, Dahmer is
standing by himself at the head of a forked path which is in the shadow. As the reader
gazes upon him, he or she is in the same place as in the first splash panel, in the dark,
behind Dahmer. The reader is closer to him in this panel, looking at his left arm and
three-quarters of his back while most of his face, at this point in time, is in the light. The
effect is two-fold; first, emotionally, there may be some hope for this boy with his face in
the light, and second, the reader is in the dark about the outcome of the story.
Throughout the prologue, the reader’s stance shifts between observer and participant
because, in the words of Rosenblatt, the reader centers his or her attention on what he or
she is living through while reading a particular text (The Reader 25). In “Alan Moore and
the Graphic Novel: Confronting the Fourth Dimension,” Mark Bernard and James Bucky
Carter describe this reader/text relationship as “[t]he fourth dimension… bridged by
human experience and interaction” (1). The authors are referring to how the combination
of text and image work to link space and time resulting in “infinite multiple
dimensionalities [that] become simultaneously present” and how the “interplay of all
these forces at once create an ethereal dimension of its own” (1). For example, the first
splash page in the prologue page (13) envelops the reader in the sense of a rolling
landscape that implies a feeling of freedom and possibilities; a lightness of being. Upon
second look, the shadows, dead trees and rotting logs signal something else and the
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reader pulls back, the lightness of being changes as the reader begins to question what he
or she is seeing. But, turning the page brings the reader back to the story as the
perspective moves in to the top of the boy walking and crunching gravel under his feet.
Without word descriptions, the panel to panel walking sequence (page 14-15) reminds the
reader, “I know this! I have done this!” The recognition of this act of walking brings the
reader to yet another level of experience and interaction with the text. Within three pages,
the reader has engaged in “multiple dimensionalities [that] become simultaneously
present” (1). By the end of the Prologue, the reader has created an ethereal dimension
through watching, knowing and participating with and in the story.
The meta-panel is used to combine speed, multi-level action, the narrative and the
dimensions of the stage according to Eisner. The meta-panel is used “[w]here the actors
are displaying powerful and sophisticated emotions-where their postures and gestures are
subtle and critical to the telling of the story” (Eisner, 65). Like a novelist, the comic artist
must plan how the plot and action will appear to the reader. Some of the action
combinations do not always breakup evenly across the pages and there will be more
scenes on one page than on others. Eisner is a master of the meta-panel. For example, in
“The Big Hit” on page 66 of Comics and Sequential Art, Eisner forms a one page panel
by shading it gray which gives it the appearance being the background. Over the
shading, grouped in two rows of three and one row of four are ten small panels, closeups, of a character’s mouth slurping spaghetti and cleaning his teeth with his finger. They
do an excellent job of conveying the gross manners of the character. In between the
panels are the words of the “off-page” speaker. The bottom panel is part of the shaded
grey area and only comes to the forefront with the inclusion of the spaghetti eater and the
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“off-page” speaker discussing an election. This type of panel allows the comic artist to
incorporate a time change (eating an entire plate of spaghetti in nine panels) or a scene
change (both characters are scene by the reader) and it allows the reader to pause and
think about the story before moving on.
Marjane Satrapi uses a black and white meta-panel in Persepolis to reinforce the
emotional impact she feels about growing up during the war between Iraq and Iran. A
few panels earlier, twelve year old Marjane has been caught skipping class and lying
about it by her mother. We watch as she and her mother argue and then become
participants when Marjane speaks directly to us as she angrily tells about the proposed
peace between the two counties and how it didn’t happen because of her government.
Turning the page, the meta-panel is set up to hold three scenes. In the upper left corner,
Marjane is walking down the stairs to her basement sanctuary telling us her government
admitted they would not have stayed in power if peace had been allowed. She is looking
down on the white clouds of explosions; a hand in one part, a leg in another. In the
center, elongated triangles are connected to depict the center of the explosion where a
pair of legs hang upside down before falling to earth. Soldiers are running to the center,
shooting each other, lying dead on the ground and crawling over the ground. In the lower
right corner, Marjane says, “When I think we could have avoided it all…it just makes me
sick. A million people would still be alive” (116). The panel is an example of a time
change and a pause in the story. We are in the present as Marjane descends the stairs, in
the past as we walk through the battle field and back in the present as she opens the door
to her sanctuary and pause with her before going in to smoke a cigarette she stole from
her uncle.
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The panels in American Born Chinese by Gene Yang are used in a number of ways.
Yang shapes and shades the edge of the panels depending on which character commands
the chapter. He uses square, black edged panels for the majority of the story and employs
changes to maintain or shift the reader’s attention. Each chapter is introduced with a
square panel edged in thick brown/red ink and, like a picture frame, there is a little white
space and a thinner brown/red line which holds the characters: the monkey king, Jin
Wang, and Chin-Kee.
In the first chapter, we meet the monkey king who wants to be an immortal deity like
the gods. To designate the telling of the origin story of the monkey king from the actions
of the monkey king, Yang rounds the corners of the panels. Like the monkey king origin
story, Yang changes the panel frame in the second chapter inhabited by Jin Wang. In this
instance, the panel edges are framed in gray when Jin’s mother tells him an old Chinese
parable. Yang uses panel frame and panel shape to cue the reader to a change in what is
being presented as part of the story.
In later chapters, the actions of the monkey king against the gods are drawn inside a
square that has been divided into three parts: two quadrilaterals and a triangle, like a
triptych. Arranging the panels this way gives readers a visual cue and enhances the idea
that something is clearly out of balance. The monkey king meets his creator, Tze-YoTzuh, who tells the monkey king how he was made. “Prove it,” says the monkey king.
The creator replies, “I am Tze-Yo-Tzuh. All that I have created-all of existence-forever
remains within the reach of my hand. You I have created, therefore, you can never
escape my reach” (70). The monkey king attempts to prove he is more powerful by
flying to the outer reaches of reality. To depict this action, Yang draws the monkey king
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flying out of the black star and planet laden universe into a white panel where the right
edge breaks as the monkey king blows through the edge reality and finds five pillars of
gold. The next four pages have no panel boundary to contain the monkey king or the
pillars which enhance the feeling of unlimited space. Because he is arrogant, the monkey
king writes his name on one of the pillars, pees on it and flies back to reality to find that
the five pillars were the hand of the creator. The chagrined face of the monkey king goes
through six panels before he again challenges the creator. It is then the creator punishes
the monkey king by burying him under a mountain of rock for five hundred years shown
through the triptych panels and a splash panel.
Gutter & Closure
The gutter is the white space between panels, and according to Scott McCloud in
Understanding Comics, is the area where “human imagination takes two separate
images and transforms them into one” (66). Using the example of the Peek-a-Boo game
drawn with a mom smiling in one panel, hiding behind a towel in the next, smiling in the
third, McCloud states that although nothing is between the panels, we know something is
there based on experience. As children playing peek-a-boo with mom, we learn that even
though we can’t see her face because she is hiding it, she is still there. The term McCloud
uses to describe this knowing is closure. Closure allows us “to connect these moments
and mentally construct a continuous, unified reality” (67).
The gutter is the place that engages all the reader’s senses. In Understanding Comics,
McCloud states that because “comics is a mono-sensory medium, it relies on only one of
the senses to convey a world of experience” (89). Even though Graphic Novels are multimodal with text and pictures, they convey information, including sound visually. The
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gutter is the place where all of the reader’s senses are involved; it is where the reader taps
his or her prior knowledge and apply that knowledge to the reading.
To illustrate the gutter at work, I will describe two panels on page 23 of the Prologue
in My Friend Dahmer. Dahmer has invited some boys into his hut to witness him
preparing the dead cat for dissolution in a pickle jar of chemicals. In the first panel,
Dahmer has a jar and a can of chemicals on a table. The reader has the same perspective
as the boys, watching Dahmer while he unscrews the top from the chemical can.
Depending on the reader’s experience unscrewing various tops, he or she may feel the
resistance or lack of it as the cap loosens. Before the action occurs in the next panel, the
reader knows that after the cap comes off, the next step is pouring the solution into the
jar. The reader’s anticipation of the next action, which is pouring the liquid, takes place in
the gutter. The reader may interpret what has occurred in panel one and may infer what
action is next based on previous experience. There will be sound and smell and touch
through imagination that will enhance the reader’s experience with the action of the story.
In the next panel, Dahmer is pouring the chemical into the pickle jar. As he does so, the
reader may hear the liquid splash into the jar and into itself. The reader may feel how the
metal can collapses a little with each glug of chemical. At the same time, the reader may
begin to imagine the smell and try to make a smell association - paint thinner, sulfur,
bleach?
The gutter in graphic novels embodies Rosenblatt’s position that the reader brings their
“funded experience to bear” when reading and making meaning from a text (Writing and
Reading 4). She goes on to say that “[a]s the eyes encounter the unfolding text, one seeks
cues on which, in the light of past syntactic and semantic experience, to base expectations
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about what is forthcoming(Writing and Reading 4). Graphic Novel pictures or images,
with little or no text, evoke a transactional response as the reader uses past experience
with syntax and semantics to anticipate what may come next in conjunction with the
gutter which provides the space to do so. The gutter allows the reader to adopt what
Rosenblatt calls an aesthetic stance in which the reader incorporates “the public referents
of the verbal signs [and] the sensations, images, feelings, and ideas” (Writing and
Reading 4), mentally line up their past experience to be fully immersed in the story.
Line
Earlier, I referred to Abdullah and Hubner’s Pictograms, Icons & Signs and their
diagram of syntax which includes the modes of form, brightness, color, movement and
material. Within form there are five categories: 1) dimension - dot, line, flat surface, body
and space, 2) quality - round, angular, regular, irregular and free, 3) quantity-large or
small, 4) demarcation - includes empty, fully or partially filled, open or closed form, clear
or blurred contours, 5) realization - structured, sketchy, firm, fuzzy, fragmented and free
all of which are part of Graphic Novel art. The five categories are forms of the line which
is used in Graphic Novel art as a means of not only representation of a sign or symbol,
but also as a means of expressing moods and emotions visually.
Line is used for the panel edge, the panel content and the signs/symbols/icons that are
represented to the reader. In Understanding Comics, McCloud discusses how various
comics artists used line to identify their characters and by extension the characters mood,
emotion or identity. For example, Dick Tracey was drawn using “bold lines, obtuse
angles and heavy blacks to suggest the mood of a grim and deadly world of adults
while the gentle curves of Uncle Scrooge convey a feeling of whimsy, youth and
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innocence” (Understanding Comics 126). McCloud gives several examples of how the
use of line linked through angles and curves, accented with additional line or not, filled in
with black ink or not, illustrate and convey a characters personality to the reader.
Line is used to emphasize sound and smell. The level of a sound can be denoted by the
thickness or heaviness of the line. For example, a person coughing for whatever reason
(the reader will have to infer the problem based on the context of the story); a delicatecough! A bit louder- cough! Serious respiratory stress- COUGH! Smell can be
represented the same way. Wavy lines over an object that smells may include flies like
the dead cat Dahmer picks up in the Prologue of My Friend Dahmer. Wavy lines can also
symbolize something burning. Some types of lines have become symbols themselves
because artists have seen something they like and use it in their own work according to
McCloud in Understanding Comics (129). Other examples that have become a part of our
cultural symbols are an X for each eye indicating the person is dead, a curly cue line for
each eye indicating crazy or overloaded depending on context.
The line shape of a word balloon is an indicator of the characters speech and the
emotion attached to it. A jagged speech balloon might indicate fear or anger or icicles
hanging from the bottom of the balloon can indicate emotional coldness. Satrapi uses
jagged edged speech balloons whenever to stress military commands, anger and disbelief
in Persepolis. In My Friend Dahmer, Backderf uses a speech balloon with a jagged
bottom and places the bolded word “RETCH!”(26) inside the balloon to emphasize the
action of the boy throwing up after Dahmer smashes the jar. Gene Yang employs speech
balloons using dashes in a circle to indicate when the characters are whispering in
American Born Chinese.
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Text in Graphic Novels
In graphic novels, the text and the pictures, drawn from lines, interact in different
ways when compared to a piece of fiction or non-fiction with no pictures. All three,
picture-less fiction and non-fiction and graphic novels, use the conventions of story
writing, but Graphic Novels incorporate narrative boxes to tell the story and
speech/thought balloons to convey what the characters are thinking or saying. The text
may also be part of the picture denoting sound. Scott McCloud breaks the picture/word
combinations into seven categories in Understanding Comics based how they interact to
tell the story. To give examples of how the picture/word combinations work, I will refer
to the My Friend Dahmer Prologue where applicable or I will describe McCloud’s
example from Understanding Comics. 1) Word specific – pictures illustrate but don’t add
to a largely complete text, the text tells the story, 2) picture specific – words add a
soundtrack to a visually told sequence. An example is the sequence, on pages 14-16,
where Dahmer is walking on the road and each foot fall is accompanied by “crunch,” 3)
duo-specific – words and pictures send the same message. The panel on page 22 with
Dahmer’s pickle jars labeled Raccoon, Rabbit and Crow, 4) additive – words amplify or
elaborate on an image or vice versa. The last panel on page 26 with the very angry boy
saying “Gawd, Dahmer!! You are such a freak!! The words amplify just how angry the
boy is with Dahmer, 5) parallel – words and pictures follow different courses without
intersecting. McCloud draws a kid with a soccer ball and includes two word boxes, one
with pepper and one with cereal, 6) montage-words are treated as integral parts of the
picture (picture a smiling face between H and PPY), and 7) inter-dependent-words and
pictures go hand in hand to convey an idea that neither could convey alone. Here

33

McCloud’s narrative box reads “After college, I pursued a Career in high finance” but the
picture shows a guy robbing a bank safe (Understanding Comics 155).
Color
Because Graphic Novels emerged from comics, many were and are written in drawn
in black and white due to the color technology available and the cost of printing color.
“Color hit the newspaper industry like an atomic bomb! Color boosted sales, but it also
boosted costs!” (Understanding Comics 187). McCloud gives a brief history of how
color affected comics saying the reason early superheroes were presented in bright,
primary colors was to offset the dulling effects of newsprint. Although the color palette
was limited, characters costumes stayed the same color “panel after panel [and] they
came to symbolize characters in the mind of the reader” (Understanding Comics 188).
For example, Batman is cyan, yellow and grey, the Hulk is light green and read and
Superman is cyan, red and yellow. McCloud continues, “These colors objectify their
subjects. We become more aware of the physical form of objects than in black and white”
(Understanding Comics 189). The presence or absence of color affects the readers
experience with the work. The work of writer/artists who work in black and white
communicate with their readers “more directly” [because] “meaning transcends form”
[when] “art approaches language” (Understanding Comics 192). Color will always attract
readers because, with color, the reading experience more closely mirrors our reality.
The color in American Born Chinese not only pulls the reader into the story, it is
integral to the story. The bright yellow book jacket is attractive to the eye, but author
Gene Yang uses the color to denote stereotypical thought about the Chinese in America.
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Names like the ‘yellow peril’ or the ‘yellow horde’ come to mind if the reader has the
background to associate the color with its derogatory referent. Yang also uses the blue
coolie suit worn by the character Chin-Kee in the same manner. The story is considered
young adult literature and Yang does not overload the story with stereotypes.
In terms of attracting young readers, the story would be a hard sell if it were in black
and white. There is a cartoon aspect to the images and the colors are muted so that no one
character stands out from the rest. This is a bit of genius on Yang’s part. Jin, a ChineseAmerican, wants to fit into his predominantly white school, yet he feels like an outcast
due to his racial heritage. In our culture, to not stand out is the goal of many middle and
high school students. Yang has tapped into this age groups culture without seeming to do
so.
Watchmen by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons is an example of serialized comic
collected into book form. The cover is also yellow but for a different reason. Once into
the story, the reader discovers the cover is a blown up portion of a smiley face button
with somebody’s blood on it. Again, the color throughout is mostly muted tones. When
the Watchmen are in costume, they are associated with certain bright colors like Batman
and Superman.
The story in Watchmen is told by combining text and images and narratives in various
formats. The reader accompanies the character Rorschach on his nightly rounds in
costume and as he tells the story through his journal entries (narrative box) and the action
he encounters through the night. The level of color brightness changes with scenes and
the time in the story. The colors are brighter in the present and more muted in the past.
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Also, since Rorschach travels at night, the color tones are darker which work to allow the
reader to see and feel the night and, consequently, be immersed the action.
The focus of this section has been to offer the reader an idea of the complex nature of
graphic novels and their possibilities in the classroom. By using signs, symbols and icons
to convey an idea or object, students make meaning through a multi-modal format. The
story panels, the gutter and closure, lines, text and color are a unique and inviting way to
encourage literacy because the combination of picture and text pull the reader’s attention
into the story. To reiterate Louise M. Rosenblatt, graphic novels lead to aesthetic reading
“because the reader’s attention is centered directly on what he [or she] is living through
during his [or her] relationship with that particular text” (The Reader 25).
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Pedagogy and the Graphic Novel
Graphic novels are more than cheap pulp stories for the less literate. Graphic novels
are a complex combination of word and picture requiring the reader to be actively
involved in the stories they tell. James Bucky Carter, in his introduction to Building
Literacy Connections with Graphic Novels, tells us, “[a] substantial, expanding body of
evidence asserts that using graphic novels and comics in the classroom produces effective
learning opportunities over a wide range of subjects and benefits various student
populations, from the hesitant reader to gifted students.” Current research supports
Carter’s statement and shows that graphic novels are a means of increasing literacy on
multiple levels.
In his introduction to Teaching the Graphic Novel, Stephen E. Tabachnick gives
reasons why graphic novels are successful in today’s classrooms. Our students participate
in a highly visual world in and out of the classroom. Many have computers and/or cell
phones with multifaceted applications that offer access to visual media like YouTube and
social connections like Facebook where text and pictures are continually intertwined.
Tabachnick considers the graphic novel a valid medium from which to teach due to their
combination of text and pictures. He states that students don’t have to be urged to read
them “because graphic novels fit students’ sensibilities at a deep cognitive level…the
experience of reading text is combined with the experience …of viewing”(4).
Citing the research of scholars Hatfield, Wertham, Schmitt, and Hayles, contributors
to his text, Tabachnick points to reasons why graphic novels have been questioned as
literature. Historically, “the combination of words and pictures in the comics was decried
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as an easy distraction from the supposedly more challenging reading of prose texts”
according to Charles Hatfield (4). During the 1950’s, Frederick Wertham, author of
Seduction of the Innocent, implies comics were responsible for juvenile delinquency and
bad grades. Ronald Schmitt states “English teachers saw top-to-bottom, right-to-left,
straight-line reading as preparation for the uniformity of the work world…they resented
as anarchical the comics’ invitation to the eye to jump all over the page before settling
down into the traditional reading pattern”(4). The culture emerging between World War
II and the Cold War, the “delinquent” culture of rock and roll, black leather jackets, blue
jeans and motorcycles, had many arguing to maintain the status quo. But, the idea of one
culture, one way to live, work or read was not working. As the culture slowly changed, so
did the attitude toward comics outlined in my introduction. What was viewed as an
anarchical way of reading has become accepted as scholars and teachers realized that in
order to help students read and make meaning, multi-modal options were and are needed.
Educators and librarians should recognize the value of graphic novels as literature.
Librarians are responsible for increasing the acceptance of graphic novels “as exciting
and proper reading material for adolescents” (Carter, “Building” 1). Librarians are
publishing graphic novel lists in accepted journals to help teachers decide what is
appropriate for their classrooms. Tabachnick can barely contain his excitement,
“[l]iterary pedagogy now finds itself confronted with highly sophisticated visual as well
as textual material that has sprung out of the most unexpected sources-the comics, an art
form that had previously been disregarded (justly or unjustly) by most literature teachers,
unless they were offering a course in popular culture” (Tabachnick 3). Graphic novels are
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showing up in composition and literature courses and as a research topic because of
“[t]he high literary and visual quality” of their topics and presentation (Tabachnick 3).
Published by The Modern Language Association of America (MLA), Teaching the
Graphic Novel is part of the MLA series Options for Teaching. Although the text is
aimed at the university level, many of the contributing author’s ideas could be used at the
high school level as well. According to the MLA website, “[t]he principal objective of
the wide-ranging series, Options for Teaching, is to collect within each volume different
points of view on an issue or topic related to teaching language and
literature”(“Guidelines”). The MLA, a one hundred and thirty year old organization,
includes in each of the series volumes a “relevant history, important scholarship, major
issues, and…essays reflecting diverse teaching approaches” (“Guidelines”). The table of
contents is divided into five parts: Theoretical and Aesthetic Issues, Social Issues,
Individual Creators, Course and Contexts, and Resources. For those unsure of the
legitimacy of graphic novels in the classroom, the MLA has sanctioned the use of graphic
novels in the classroom and has provided a source of teaching ideas and resources for any
teacher looking to enhance their students reading experience.
Digital media and literary critic, N. Katherine Hayles “recognizes that we are in the
midst of a cognitive shift and that reading today has become a hybrid textual visual
experience…[e]ven academic language and literature conference attendees …expect a
visual as well as a verbal presentation” (Tabachnick 4). In an interview about digital
texts, Hayles states “that one of the deep ideas of the humanities is that the past is an
enduring reservoir of value, and that it pays us rich dividends to know the past, study the
past, to immerse ourselves in the past” (Hayles 1). Her point is that by embracing the literary
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canon only, one falls into the mindset that there is nothing new under the sun when, in fact,
we are continually immersed in change. Hayles insists that in order to move forward,
different venues for reading must be available. Acting on this line of thinking, Hayles and
her colleagues created the Electronic Literature Collection, “an anthology of electronic
literature … of interesting and high quality works that someone could use in a classroom
setting if they were interested in teaching electronic literature.”

The intention behind the MLA publishing Options for Teaching was to be inclusive
with different approaches to text, not exclusive. The rise of the graphic novel as
legitimate literature does not mean the end of plain text reading and the contributing
authors do not suggest one over the other. In any teaching/reading/writing situation,
combining plain text and hybrid text is an invitation to increase student learning,
exploration and participation on many levels.
Tabachnick lists several reasons for teaching graphic novels. The first is that they
take less time to read due to the pictures which take the place prose descriptions. Joanna
Schmidt found that the lack of prose made for shorter reading times in her class and that
the shorter time was a benefit for the students, especially students for whom English is a
second language. Second, now that film is part of the literary repertoire and graphic
novels are, to an extent, film storyboards, they lend themselves to film adaptions.
Popular films like Men in Black, The Road to Perdition, From Hell, Ghost World,
American Splendor, Sin City, Watchmen, and Persepolis are a few that range from
hilarious to serious. James Bucky Carter concurs in his introduction to Building Literacy
Connections with Graphic Novels. He finds that when film viewers discover a movie was
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adapted from a graphic novel, they often seek out the original source of the film which
leads to more reading and that, of course, leads to more literacy.
Sin City, The Road to Perdition, and American Splendor are films I viewed prior to
reading the printed graphic novels. The film version of Sin City closely mirrors the
graphic novel in visual context and story line. Like the movie, the novel moves quickly.
The graphic novel version of Road to Perdition is just as dark as the movie. The film
American Splendor is the most interesting because it uses actors, comics and the authors
themselves to tell the story. Harvey Pekar’s take on the events in his life is hilarious in
both versions. My film viewing experience mirrored James Bucky Carter’s discovery that
when a film viewer discovers that a graphic novel was the original source of the film, the
viewer seeks out the graphic novel and reads it.
With the graphic novel Watchmen, I took the opposite approach and read the original
source prior to viewing the film. My experience with reading Watchmen was not unlike
the experience of the high school freshmen reading Romeo and Juliet during my student
teacher assignment. While the language is not Shakespearean, the story is multi-layered
and multi-charactered with shifts in time and the images are equal to the text in the telling
of the story. A traditional college student I spoke to, whom I expected to be graphic novel
literate, said she didn’t know where to look when reading Watchmen, at the images or the
text. Her reaction leads me to suspect this is not unusual for many the first time they
encounter a graphic novel. Like my high school freshmen and myself, she may find the
context and telling of the story easier to understand after watching the movie. Watchmen
has become a favorite graphic novel to read because each time I pick it up, I find I reinterpret parts of the story because of the images and the intertwining of text.
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In his book, Building Literacy Connections with Graphic Novels and published by the
National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), editor James Bucky Carter claims “the
marginalization of the graphic novel is changing rapidly. With the growing understanding
of the importance of critical literacy, visual literacy, and other types of literacy that were
once considered “alternate,” more attention has been paid to graphic novels”(1). Edited
from his perspective as a teacher and a professor, Carter’s text offers several lesson plans
suitable for middle and high school level classes using graphic novels as a stand-alone
text and pairing them with classic texts.
Life-long comics creator and high school computer science teacher, Gene Yang
brought lesson plans in the form of text and image into his classroom. The author of the
graphic novel, American Born Chinese, offers his rationale for using text and image in
“Graphic Novels in the Classroom,” an NCTE article written in the graphic novel/comic
format. Yang discovered the power of images and text as a teacher when he “drew
“comics lectures”” for his substitute teachers (187). The substitute teachers reported how
successful the lesson plans where and his students reiterated. Yang found that “two
strengths of the comics medium as an educational tool emerged. First, graphic novels are
visual, and our students love visual media. After all, they’re immersed in it” (187). Yang
proposes that the combination of text and image bridge the gap between media watched
and media read, that they “share narrative responsibility” (187).
Second, graphic novel content is not time-bound. As Yang explains, “language and
actions in film and animation are time-bound. They’re on screen one minute, and gone
the next” (188). In the case of graphic novels, “[t]ime progresses only as quickly as your
eyes move across the page” (188). He shows the reader a two-panel sequence, the same
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two twice, and explains that he is speaking as fast as possible in the first sequence and as
slow as possible in the second sequence. The point Yang is making is that no matter
which speed he uses, the reader is the one who controls “[t]he rate of informationtransfer” (188). With text and image, students and/or readers of comics/graphic novels
can go forward or backward and increase their understanding and learning at their own
pace. In a classroom of students with diverse abilities, backgrounds, and needs, images
and text presented together offer a way to help students retain the lesson; nothing is
missed due to the time-bound verbal lecture.
In his English Journal article, “Transforming English with Graphic Novels: Moving
toward Our Optimus Prime,” Carter uses the Transformers, an animated TV show from
the mid 1980’s and his childhood, as an arc to discuss the “transformative potential” of
graphic novels in the English classroom (49). Like Transformer Autobot leader Optimus
Prime, Carter asks teachers to “Transform and roll out!” their prior notions of literacy and
graphic novels (49). By doing this, teachers “transform their English classrooms and their
students and move toward reaching new, more-inclusive potentialities” (49). While the
Transformers cartoon may not be in everyone’s cultural background, the Transformers
movies most likely occupy the edges of most of our current collective understanding of
their symbolism. (Two of Yang’s American Born Chinese characters find common
ground with a Transformer toy.) Carter is asking educators to take the upper hand and
move beyond their current knowledge and understanding and engage themselves and
their students in a form of reading will re-invigorate the classroom.
Acknowledging the “Teach to the Test” mentality that many school systems must
adhere to, Carter asks, “How are we teaching beyond the tests to help adolescents deal
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with the challenges of being teenagers in difficult times or learn lessons that will help
them live productive lives after graduation?” (“Transforming” 49). His question also
speaks to the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) Initiative which states that “[a]s a
natural outgrowth of meeting the charge to define college and career readiness, the
Standards also lay out a vision of what it means to be a literate person in the twenty-first
century. Indeed, the skills and understandings students are expected to demonstrate have
wide applicability outside the classroom or workplace” (Common Core). Additionally,
“students who meet the Standards develop the skills in reading, writing, speaking, and
listening that are the foundation for any creative and purposeful expression in language”
(Common Core). Carter points out that current practices are not helping students beyond
what they can regurgitate to meet the educational demands of their states. At the same
time, the Common Core State Standards Initiative is asking educators to provide the type
of learning that will develop student’s capabilities to navigate a broadened adult world.
One of the key requirements of the Common Core State Standards for Reading is that all
students must be able to comprehend texts of steadily increasing complexity as they
progress through school. By the time they complete the high school requirements for the
Common Core, students must be able to read and comprehend independently and
proficiently the kinds of complex texts commonly found in college and careers. In other
words, in our highly visual world, students must be able to navigate and use multi-modal
adaptions on a daily basis. As teachers, we may inherently recognize the need to broaden
the our student’s experience in order to meet the challenges put forth by the CCSS, but
we may be held hostage by institutionalized testing that requires memorization over
expressive and creative thought. At the same time, finding ways to incorporate discussion
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based lessons into the classroom is a must if we are to help students achieve the goals set
forth by the CCSS.
For example, as a high school English teacher in a Midwestern rural school district, I
set up literature circles in my sophomore English class based on a lesson plan I found
online at www.englishcompanion.com called “Lit Circles” by Jim Burke. The “Lit
Circle” has six rotating jobs one of which is illustrating. The illustrator’s role “is to draw
what you read…as a cartoon-like sequence” from the section read that day (Burke,
“Illustrator” 2). Prior to beginning reading, I used the Gradual Release Method for the
“Lit Circles” job assignments. The students choose their groups based on who they
wanted to work with and their group book from the collection in the English office. The
class was a mix of reading abilities consisting of about two-thirds female to one-third
male. Most of the class read at 10th grade level or above, however, the reading skills of
three of the males were at the middle school level. The males formed one group and
although it was larger than the six rotating jobs in the lesson plan, I left the group alone
because they choose their book (Tears of the Tiger by Sharon M. Draper-the group were
all on some kind of sports team) and got to work the first day. For this group of nine, the
students and I negotiated the six rotating roles by assigning two students do one of the
jobs for each rotation by partnering a struggling reader with a good reader. (Interestingly,
a group of five advanced females had to work to catch up on the assignments because
they took three days to decide which book was more valuable as literature. They finally
settled on Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea.) As the Lit Circle reading progressed,
all the groups became immersed in their texts and engaged in discussion about characters,
themes, word meanings, connections and illustrations. Eventually, the groups asked me
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only for clarification when they couldn’t reach a consensus about a meaning or theme. I
was impressed most by the male group and how the stronger readers coached the poor
readers and helped them to be and feel successful with their reading and role
assignments.
At the end of the assignment, each group presented their book to the class with each
member speaking to the class as part of their grade. Across the groups there were students
who were terrified of speaking publically. However, within each of the groups, a sense of
camaraderie and cohesiveness had developed and the tension individuals felt toward
speaking in public was lessened by working in a well-functioning group. Although my
students read novels, the same lesson could be applied with graphic novels with the same
level of success. Asking the students to read, write, speak, and listen to one another
allowed them to be successful without a test as a marker of their progress and to create a
meaningful peer group while practicing skills that transfer to the world at large.
Currently, the teaching-to-test mentality leaves little room for student growth in the
curriculum through discussion and reflection whether graphic novels are used or not.
The novel Tears of the Tiger resonated with the male readers described above not only
because of the basketball but also the larger and real world themes of poverty, abuse and
addition. Carter discusses several graphic novels whose content resonates with teenagers.
The topics deal with sexual abuse, teen parenthood, dysfunctional families, puberty, and
social status. As a veteran secondary and college teacher, Carter has experienced student
discussions from all age groups that validate the use of graphic novels as students reflect
and empathize with the social situations of themselves and others. While he is convinced
that graphic novels are a means to help students negotiate their world, Carter states that
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there needs to be more data to support the classroom use of graphic novels. In order to
change the minds of teachers and administration, he calls for teachers “to publish lesson
plans and articles on their experiences with these books” (“Transforming” 50). He
highlights some of the innovative approaches to literacy from teachers who have used
graphic novels to help students develop their story telling ability, improve student
writing, and interest reluctant male readers. Both Carter and Yang point to the Maryland
State Department of Education which “teamed up with Diamond Comics Distributers to
form The Maryland Comic Book Initiative” (Yang, “Graphic Novels” 189) which is
counting “on comics to increase gains in reading motivation, interest, and comprehension
among students” (Transforming 50). Echoing Tabachnick, Carter states that research has
shown that students respond positively to this type of literature. Other research has shown
the value of graphic novels for teaching ESL students and also “helping gifted students
examine complex moral and ethical issues” (Transforming 50). Carter also attests to the
power of graphic novel images in teaching situations and how they can act as catalysts
for discussions centered on topics such as racism, gender, war, religion and government.
Discussing these topics broadens the students’ world view which in turn gives them tools
to negotiate like events as they move beyond school into the work force as adults.
In the same way, Joanna Schmidt, in her English Journal article “Graphic Novels in
the Classroom: Curriculum Design, Implementation, and Reflection,” discusses her
experience using graphic novels in her Writing 100 – English Skills class. The student
group had different abilities and skills along with low SAT scores, low writing skills,
dyslexia, high school individualized education plan (IEP), and English language learners
and “most did not want to read or write and some were bitter about being in class at all”(
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104). A newly converted graphic novel reader herself, Schmidt wanted to answer the
question, “[c]ould graphic novels increase student interest in reading?”, and her writing
assignments and readings were set up around literacy and graphic novels (104). Her goal
was to give her students a different type of reading and “allow them to evaluate it in the
context of how they had been taught in the past” through four short papers: a narrative, a
compare/contrast, an opinion and a problem/solution essay, each of which built on the
previous writing (104).
Schmidt appears to practice her craft in a student-centered classroom, moving through
the steps of the Gradual Release Method of teaching. To begin, she had the students
complete a questionnaire about their school reading experiences. The resulting answers
showed that the students had “varied reading backgrounds and a desire to choose what
they read” and had trouble negotiating textbooks.
In the assigned narrative essay, she asked her students to describe their past reading
experiences, specifically “a time when the students had been encouraged to read or
discouraged from reading” (104). The graphic novel that accompanied the narrative was
The Arrival by Shaun Tan, a “wordless graphic novel about a man who leaves his family
to create a new life in a foreign land” (104). The outcome of this assignment was a crosscultural discussion between her Chinese exchange students and the rest of the class about
living in country with a different language and how the exchange students. The
conversation allowed for a greater understanding of immigrant life for the class.
Schmidt’s choice of a wordless graphic novel reiterates the power of the image that
Yang and Carter discuss in their articles. Because the images are not time-bound and they
act as the narrative, the students can return again and again to the images to make
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meaning. Due to the make-up of her class, Schmidt’s students were privileged to have an
overseas student add to the meaning making and solidify the difficulties faced by
immigrants when they move to a new country through face-to-face contact instead of a
textbook. In this class, the graphic novel provided a multi-modal springboard for a
diverse group of students to learn about another culture.
To increase her students’ understanding of the graphic novel, Schmidt chose three
novels she felt embodied quality, multicultural and gender representations: American
Born Chinese, Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, and Persepolis. Her goal was to give her
students an opportunity to be comfortable with the graphic novel format before the next
writing assignment. She states that her students liked having a choice, the class
discussions showed engagement, and the readings built a base for the next assignment.
The compare/contrast essay asked students to compare a classic novel and its graphic
novel counterpart. Again, she gave the students choices but based the selection a varied
reading levels: Macbeth, A Midsummer’s Night Dream, Jane Eyre, A Christmas Carol,
Frankenstein and Treasure Island. Schmidt asked students for their top three picks and
placed them in reading groups to work on one classic together. Schmidt asked the
students to suggest which version they preferred by critiquing both versions through the
essay assignment and found the class split on their preference. The student’s focus
included learning how to frame quotations, paraphrase, use in-text citations and
bibliographic references. She noted that the English language learners did better with the
graphic novels “because the images provided context and clues” (Schmidt 105).
Schmidt’s assignments kept the students invested in reading by including in their work
a chance to make their opinion known through research. The question the students were
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asked to answer in the Opinion Essay was “How do teachers increase literacy and make
students interested in it?”(106). Students were responsible for including a minimum of
five sources along with an annotated bibliography. The Opinion Essay was extended into
the next assignment, the Problem-and-Solution Essay where Schmidt asked her to
students to “develop and implementation plan for their opinion argument…that would
work toward the goals of enhanced literacy skills and student interest” (106).
All the student essays were “revised and combined into one essay, adding transitions
and an overall conclusion. They started with a story about their own reading experience,
showed a case study of a classis and its graphic novel adaption, then argued about
whether it is was a viable form of increasing literacy and interest, and ended with an
implementation plan and conclusion” (106). She adds that a few students included an
image with their work.
Schmidt’s data supports what others have found with students of diverse backgrounds
and abilities. She expected papers to be about ten to twelve pages, but students turned in
15 page papers and some were 20 pages long. The portfolio included their sources, a
graphic novel reading list, and an annotated bibliography in MLA style. The fact that
several of Schmidt’s students included a visual piece with their written work speaks to
the success of her inclusive lesson design and to the power of the graphics that made up
the bulk of the reading material. Schmidt’s final assignment was a two page letter to the
next group of Writing 100 students. Overall, student’s view of themselves as poor readers
became positive because “reading something interesting made it easier, more relaxing,
and fun” (106). Her findings back up the claims of Tabachnick, Yang, Carter and others,
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who call for teachers and administrators to include visual and textual literacy in
classroom teaching materials in the form of graphic novels.
The Common Core State Standards ask that students to be grounded in reading,
writing, listening and speaking, and understanding the conventions of the English
language. Each of the English Language Arts Standards include Anchor Standards for
college and career readiness and a note on the range and the content expected for each
group of Standards. Although the Standards call for readiness prior to college, that
readiness is not always possible when students are new to our culture and language or
have had earlier trouble in a one-size-fits-all curriculum. Schmidt’s experience is an
example of the kind of learning that can take place after the fact. By beginning the class
with a student reading experience narrative, Schmidt set the tone for the rest of the
assignments and the class in general. She took them through the types of writing,
narrative, compare/contrast, opinion/research/implementation and a final reflection based
on their reading and research that would be expected from them in future college courses.
More importantly, Schmidt re-awakened the students’ desire to read by focusing on
graphic novels as the medium for reading and responding. Because of the cross-cultural
make-up of the class and Schmidt’s cross cultural choice of texts, students shared
experiences and learned from one another in both verbal and written contexts. The result
was a group of students who went beyond expectations and whose self-esteem in the
areas of reading and writing were raised; moreover, their skill levels in these areas were
raised by extension, meeting the goal of the Common Core State Standards.
Louise M. Rosenblatt would say Schmidt’s students were clearly successful using
graphic novels because they were “actively involved in building up a poem [story] for
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[themselves] out of [their] responses to the text.” To make meaning for themselves,
Rosenblatt states that each student draws on their past experiences with the verbal
symbols or signifiers and then selects from the different referents that occur to them.
Next, the student finds a context in which to relate the referents. At this point, the
students may need to reinterpret what was previously read and connect them to the later
parts of the text.
In her discussion of the differences between efferent reading (concentration is on the
information to be learned) and aesthetic reading (concentration is on what happens),
Rosenblatt begins by asking “[d]oes not any reader, whether of a newspaper, scientific
text, or cookbook, have to evoke the work from the page? (Rosenblatt, The Reader 22).
She states the aesthetic reader pays more attention to verbal symbols in order to build
meaning into the story idea and story tone. The transaction between the reader and text
becomes a back-and-forth and/or circular process. The student responds to the verbal
signs of the reading while simultaneously using her/his experience to interpret what is
being read in order to organize her/his response. The transaction, reader/text or
text/reader, was repeated with each graphic novel/classic novel reading/writing
assignment Schmidt designed. In addition to using the aesthetic reading stance to make
meaning of text and image, the students in Schmidt’s class became more informed
readers and world participants through class discussion and writing.
In her explanation of how graphic novels are read, Sara J. Van Ness author of
Watchmen as Literature, explains the meaning making process and reading process this
way: “The meaning making process is dialectical; words contribute to the meaning of
images and vice versa, regardless of whether this “meaning” is created through a
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partnership of the images and the words or through their fusion into a united, inseparable
whole” (46). She extends that statement further by adding “both elements can function as
“text” or as “context” of any given panel, and the relationship between the two media is
determined by the reader’s perception of how they interact”(46). Like Rosenblatt, Van
Ness would attribute the success of Schmidt’s students ability to make meaning to
interpreting and re-interpreting the interaction between words and images in their graphic
novels.
Graphic novels are complex texts that engage readers and enhance literacy. The
current research from scholars such as Hayles, Carter, Van Ness, and Tabachnick
reinforce the use of graphics and text in the form of graphic novels in the classroom as
agents of increased literacy. Gene Yang effectively employs graphics and text in his
computer science lesson plans for substitute teachers showing that graphics and text can
be used across the curriculum. Joanna Schmidt demonstrates how ESL students and
hesitant readers increase their literacy skills through reading, discussion and writing
about graphic novels. The multi-modal presentation of graphics and text in graphic
novels serves to engage our visually oriented students across the curriculum, across
abilities and across cultures.
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Agents of Reading Engagement
According to Karen Gavigan, in her Knowledge Quest article “Graphic Novels: A
Road Map to Academic Success,” the question for school librarians is “How can graphic
novels—including nonfiction graphic novels—best be used to support the curriculum and
develop lifelong readers?”(1). An experienced librarian, Gavigan states graphic novels
are now in the school library and curriculum. Further, she exemplifies how school
librarians can determine which graphic novels are worthwhile.
Paula E. Griffith states that “[g]raphic novels …are considered literature for children,
teenagers and adults” in her article “Graphic Novels in the Secondary Classroom and
School Libraries,” that outlines how to evaluate graphic novels for classroom use (183).
Griffith cites the prestigious prizes graphic novels have recently received as evidence for
their inclusion as literature. For example, Maus by Art Spiegleman was recognized in
1992 by the Pulitzer Prize Committee. The Young Adult Library Services Association
(YALSA) awarded American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang the Michael L. Printz
Award in 2007.
A branch of the American Library Association, YALSA, “created “Great Graphic
Novels for Teens” list as an aid for teachers, librarians, parents, and teenagers” and it is
accessible on YALSA’s website (Griffith 182). Although the list was created in 2009, the
list begins in 2007 and is current through 2013. The five graphic novels I used for this
project, Maus, Persepolis, American Born Chinese, Watchmen and My Friend Dahmer,
are on YALSA’s list. All but My Friend Dahmer, which was published in 2012, have
received multiple literary awards. That Gavigan has posed the question asking how
graphic novels can support the curriculum and Griffith has given evidence of their
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acceptance as literature, graphic novels have met specific criteria, have been sanctioned
as literature, and therefore are relevant for classrooms today.
Teachers as educators will have to be teachable and educate themselves on the
complexity of graphic novels in order to decide how to best use them in the classroom.
An experienced librarian, Griffith’s graphic novel evaluation criteria is important for
those seeking age-appropriate graphic novels for students; especially teachers whose
schools have suffered budget cuts and no longer employ the expertise of a librarian.
Griffith has three criteria for evaluating graphic novels and a series of questions under
each heading that clarify what to look for in a graphic novel. First, while format is key for
any book, it is more so for a graphic novel because the text and image are the foundations
of the book. They are the two elements that combine to “show the action and
characterization [which] establish tone and mood” (183). Format includes the “font and
font size, word placement and appearance, and arrangement of the art frames on the
page” all of which can engage or distract the reader (183). The format questions relevant
to the graphic novel ask the following: 1) is the sequence of images are easy to follow, 2)
is the text font readable, 3) do the gutters engage or distract the reader, and 4) is there
enough white space between the text, panels and images or are the pages too dense?
Second, and most essential to the graphic novel, is the criteria for the images or
illustrations. It is through the images that the reader becomes an observer or part of the
story, therefore the images must match the story content. The combination of the text
with the images gives the reader the details needed to make inferences and meaning from
the story which support the goals the Common Core State Standards. The criteria for
evaluating the images includes the following: 1) does the color add to the tone and mood
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of the story, 2) do the images refine character emotion, mood or personality, and 3) does
the art style work with the story?
Lastly, is the criteria for the graphic novel content which matches the criteria for any
library or classroom book based on whether the text is fiction or non-fiction. These
questions include the following for fiction: 1) are the characters three-dimensional, 2) are
the themes and conflict relevant to the readers, and 3) are the themes age-appropriate and
ethical? The criteria for non-fiction asks the following; 1) is it organized, readable, and
interesting, 2) do the visuals help the reader with understanding? The criteria not only
supports the goals of the Common Core State Standards, it will help any teacher who may
need to justify the use of graphic novels in her or his classroom.
Text complexity measures are used to approximate either a student’s reading ability or
a book’s level of difficulty. Griffith points out that the Accelerated Reader’s ATOS and
Lexile measures are invalid for graphic novels because they are based on the number of
words, sentences and paragraphs in a book and they cannot assess the impact of the
images on student comprehension. For example, one of the ATOS measurements for
readability ranks the reading level for Persepolis, Maus and American Born Chinese as
3rd grade reading material. Yet, a second ATOS measurement for content ranks
Persepolis and Maus as acceptable for grades 9-12, while American Born Chinese is
ranked for the middle grades and above. Watchmen and My Friend Dahmer rankings
were not available on the website. The Lexile scores on the MetaMetrics, Inc. website for
American Born Chinese is GN530L which means it is a graphic novel suitable for third
grade and up. The score for Persepolis is NC380L which translates to Non-conforming
and suitable for 3rd grade and up. Both companies are in the business of selling a service
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based on one format of writing and reading: text and no image. And because these
systems are in place and accepted as expert educators, librarians and parents may be
making reading decisions that are not in the best interest of the students. To add the
confusion, the web page for Accelerated Reader’s ATOS carries a yellow circle with the
words “Authorized by Common Core as a valid, reliable text complexity tool” (www.
Renlearn.com). However, graphic novels are not a series of words, sentences and
paragraphs relating a story or information, therefore ATOS and Lexile are not valid
readability measuring tools for graphic novels.
Comparing different books using the ATOS system, I found the following. The
graphic novel American Born Chinese is ranked for grades 6 and up with a 3rd grade
reading level. Two comparable books used at the middle school level and ranked by
ATOS are Where the Red Fern Grows and The Giver which are both ranked as 5th grade
and 6th grade reading level respectively. All three stories have won several literary
awards, however, American Born Chinese is the only one that considers assimilating into
American culture, cultural stereotypes, cultural mythology, prejudice, and self-acceptance
in the same text. All three stories are easily read from an aesthetic stance because the
stories are interesting to their age group. But, with the combination of text and image,
only American Born Chinese gives a face to what assimilation (Jin Wang), stereotyping
(Cousin Chin-Kee), mythology (the Monkey King), and self-acceptance( Jin
Wang/Danny and Wei-Chen Sun) looks like from Jin Wang’s point of view. In addition,
the eye-level perspective of the images allows the reader to see multiple points of view
and, like a movie, empathize with the characters and become part of the story as it
unfolds.

57

Similarly, Persepolis and Maus are both ranked as third grade reading, but they are
suitable for grades 9-12 due to content which include the consequences of politics and
war, genocide and survival. Two prose books suitable for grades 9-12 are Great
Expectations and Beneath a Meth Moon and their reading levels are 9th grade and 4th
grade respectively. Again, all have won several literary awards. On one hand, Great
Expectations may have a 9th grade reading level, but it is not an easy book for students to
read. In my experience, much of the story and the humor is hard for students to access
because of Dickens’ one hundred year old language style. On the other hand, Beneath a
Meth Moon may have a 4th grade reading level, but the drug use, addiction, ethnicity and
marginalized sexual orientation content may be not acceptable classroom reading for that
age group.
The use of ranking systems that look at the number of words, sentences and
paragraphs is limited when evaluating graphic novel readability and it does not
reflect the difficulty of the graphic novel. However, they are not they only means of
determining text complexity. Appendix A of the CCSS details text complexity
through a three-part modal that includes grade specifications and difficulty levels
for texts. Additionally, the Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity states that a
trained human reader using several factors is capable of determining text difficulty.
In the Standards, qualitative measures, along with professional judgment in
matching a text to reader and task, serve as a necessary complement and
sometimes as a corrective to quantitative measures, which…cannot (at least
at present) capture all of the elements that make a text easy or challenging to
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read and are not equally successful in rating the complexity of all categories
of text (4).
In terms of graphics in texts, Structure, the second measure of the Qualitative
Measures of Text Complexity states “ texts of high complexity tend to have similarly
complex graphics, graphics whose interpretation is essential to understanding the
text, and graphics that provide an independent source of information within a
text”(4).
Griffith recognizes that graphic novels require a more diverse reading skill set due to
the combination of text and image. She states that her “graduate students, many of whom
are left-brained, linear readers, complain when they are required to read a graphic novel”
(185). Griffith explains that adult readers unfamiliar with the format of the graphic novel
may be struggling with how they are sequenced. While she suggests that graphic novels
may not be applicable to every classroom, I suggest that once students understand the
format and how to read them, they can be used across age groups and the curriculum. For
teachers educating themselves about graphic novels in the classroom, the National
Council for Teachers of English (NCTE) website offers graphic novel lesson plans for
Persepolis, Maus, American Born Chinese and My Friend Dahmer. The American
Library Association offers lists of graphic novels with broad and substantial content. In
conjunction with the Common Core State Standards, NCTE and the AML provide the
material needed to make informed choices of graphic novel reading for the classroom.
Like the definitions of graphic novels, the definition of literacy has expanded with the
advent of new technologies. Griffith states that “new literacy terms have emerged as a
result of closer scrutiny of graphic novels” (185). The term media literacy includes
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media such as newspapers, books and magazines, auditory media such as radio, and
visual media such as television, film, internet and new technologies. There is also image
literacy defined “as a complex understanding of image with a context” and new literacy
studies “as the opportunity to examine and understand the kinds of literacies created by
new technologies and graphics” (185). Interestingly, the new literacy terms are all
informed by the work of Kenneth Burke who argues that there are two kinds of writing;
namely: pictures and words, with pictures as the signs of the corresponding non-verbal
things, and the written words as the signs of the corresponding spoken words” (363).
Griffiths research traces the evolution of multiple modalities defined “as the process of
comprehending a fused text/illustration format,” to multimodal reading “as a
comprehension process becomes a type of reading and thinking” (185).
Christian W. Chun proposes that “our definition of literacy needs to encompass not
only the textual, but also the visual, the spatial, and the aural” (145). The term
multiliteracies includes all aspects of current media and the diverse cultural and linguistic
differences that exist in todays’ classrooms. According Chun, “[t]eaching with graphic
novels is one alternative to traditional literacy pedagogy” which teaches only the written
word, historically privileged in academic and business systems, while graphic novels
incorporate both text and image (144). To encompass these multimodalities, Chun
advocates using graphic novels in the classroom. He cites a Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) report from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) that examined the reading engagement levels of 15 year olds in 43
countries and found that reading engagement levels-not a students’ socioeconomic
background-predicted student literacy success. In other words, reading engagement is key
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to helping students achieve academic success because “cultivation of interest in reading
can help level the playing field” and “enables them to apprentice into social groups and
networks in both the classroom and community” and into the workplace (145). Chun is
talking about the internet posting activities such as blogs and chat rooms that students use
to discuss popular books. Not only do students reading levels improve with these and
other activities, but they come to see themselves as “readers who are learners and
thinkers” (145).
Chun’s evidence derives from a collaborative lesson plan for teaching Maus to group
of secondary ELL students from countries in Central America. First, the students were
asked to self-report their reading activities outside of class. Many of them read nothing
beyond the bills and mail, movie subtitles and text messages, and song lyrics or websites.
In addition, many students were not aware of World War II, Judaism or the Holocaust nor
had they any experience with books in the form of text and image.
The students were first taught to read visually in order to follow the story and then
taught the social and cultural nuances and visual metaphors of that drive the plot in Maus.
The students did not engage in independent reading initially, the teacher found the same
resistance to reading as with any textbook. At the request of the students, the teacher read
the text aloud as the students who followed along. Hearing the vocalizations words in the
story such as tsk and ach brought the language use of the characters alive for the students
which “led to a class discussion on language use and the notions of standard versus
nonstandard language” (151). In addition, students realized it is possible to write speech
utterances and words that mirror what they hear in actuality.
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The outcome of using the graphic novel Maus with this group of ELL students was
positive. The students learned to incorporate the multi-modal format of Maus into their
reading tool kit by learning to visually decode the cultural and social symbols from a
different time and culture while hearing the tonal inflections of the German and Jewish
languages when their teacher read aloud. These activities led to classroom discussions
about language, similar experiences, and students seeking to know more about their own
family stories.
While Chun outlines the successful use of Maus with an ELL class, the same approach
can be used with any graphic novel that has a substantial story line in non-specific
English classrooms. The graphic novel American Born Chinese is an example of a book
that can be used to engage student multiliteracies through its story of assimilating into
American culture, cultural stereotypes, cultural mythology, prejudice, and selfacceptance.
Once students learn to read the story panels in American Born Chinese, they can move
into the visual elements such as a stereotypical characterization. Cousin Chin-Kee
personifies a Chinese stereotype. He is drawn with no neck, a round head with the
traditional long braid or queue, buck teeth, squinted eyes and a blue coolie suit with hat
and slippers. Chin-Kee plays jokes and drools evilly when talking about American
school. When he speaks English, his ‘L’s’ and ‘R’s’ change place so that American
becomes ‘Amellican’ and like becomes ‘rike’- reading this dialogue aloud would bring
the difficulty of learning another language into the class discussion. After a fight with his
cousin Danny, Chin-Kee’s head and queue roll across the page like a ball and chain. The
jokes, the drooling and the ball and chain are examples of what could be a provocative
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class discussion about stereotyping, prejudice and wanting to fit in. Self-acceptance,
prejudice and assimilation are explored through the eyes of Win Jang, his friend WeiChun Sun and the Chinese mythological character of the Monkey King. The social,
cultural and personal changes the characters go through can be explored through the
metaphor of the Transformer toy with which the boys play.
Reading graphic novels requires a diverse reading skill set which is in compliance
with and a goal of the Common Core State Standards. Graphic novels such as Persepolis,
Maus, American Born Chinese, Watchmen and My Friend Dahmer are novels that would
function across the curriculum in Social Studies, History, Psychology as well as English
classes. Many of the classic novels taught now have a graphic novel counterpart and can
be used in the classroom as a bridge to prose only texts, as a companion to their prose
counterpart or as a stand-alone novel. Recognized as literature and sanctioned by literary
organizations such as YALSA and NCTE, graphic novels can support the curriculum and
develop lifelong readers because of the multimodal presentation and the multiliteracies
addressed by their content.
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Conclusion
Graphic novels have been emerging as literature for thirty-five years. As agents of
reading engagement, the discussion and study of graphic novels as well as their place in
the 6-16 classroom is expanding in the academic and public sectors. The definition of
what a graphic novel is or isn’t depends on reader experience and background. The sales
of graphic novels and the library circulation statistics show them to be extremely popular,
especially among younger members of the population, the very ones educators seek to
engage in reading.
An outgrowth of the comic book industry, graphic novels have overcome the prejudice
that has followed comics since the early part of the 20th century. The awards and
recognition by literary organizations have moved graphic novels into the realm of
literature. Kenneth Burke argues that “there are two kinds of writing; namely: pictures
and words, with pictures as the signs of the corresponding non-verbal things, and the
written words as the signs of the corresponding spoken words” (363). Symbols, such as
words, are a reference point from which to draw meaning, while signs/icons are used to
show something. Graphic novels use story panels, the gutter (the space between panels),
lines, color, and text to communicate a story in a multimodal format.
From a pedagogical perspective, the literary role graphic novels in the 6-16 classroom
as agents of learning work to enhance student’s abilities to become active meaning
makers of language. Schwarz argues, “To read and interpret graphic novels, students
have to pay attention to the usual literary elements of character, plot, and dialogue, and
they also have to consider visual elements such as color, shading, panel layout,
perspective, and even the lettering style” (“Expanding Literacies” 59). Likewise, Louise
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M. Rosenblatt states reading is a transactional event and the format of graphic novels
encourage students to read from an aesthetic stance due to the combination of text and
image.
Support for the positions of Schwarz and Rosenblatt can be found in literary
publications such as the Language Arts Journal of Michigan Volume 29, Number 1, Fall
2013. The entire issue, titled “Going Graphic” is devoted to graphic novels. The issue
discusses topics such as the textual complexity of graphic novels and how graphic novels
can be used to build arguments: both important aspects of classroom learning.
Additionally, publishers are making an effort to include all readers in national tragedies
such as Hurricane Katrina and 9/11. For example, Josh Neufeld’s A.D. New Orleans After
the Deluge chronicles the experiences of seven people during and after Hurricane
Katrina. Sid Jacobson and Ernie Colon’s The 9/11 Report A Graphic Adaption includes a
five page fold-out timeline of the four planes involved from take-off to hijack to crash.
The foreword, written by the Chair and Vice Chair of The 9/11 Commission, state the
goal of the book is to “bring the work of the 9/11 Commission to the attention of a new
set of readers” and their “hope that this graphic version will encourage our fellow citizens
to study, reflect –and act” (ix, x).
Graphic novels as agents of reading engagement support the expectation of the
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) Initiative goal that students will read at the
college and career level upon graduation from a secondary school. Additionally, graphic
novels, through their multimodal format and multiliteracies will help students gain the
skill set necessary to continue to “build knowledge, gain insights, explore possibilities,
and broaden their perspective” (CCSS, “Key Points”). As agents of reading, graphic
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novels have the ability to influence and teach readers of all levels, in and out the
classroom, because of their multimodal approach and the multiliteracies they embrace.
This thesis examined graphic novels through a form of rhetorical criticism pioneered
by Kenneth Burke and Sonja Foss. The transactional reading theory of Louise M.
Rosenblatt as applied to graphic novel was explored. Graphic novels were defined
through the work of scholars such as Tabachnick, McCloud, Chute, Wolk and Yang. The
use of graphic novels in the classroom was discussed and modeled by educators such as
James Bucky Carter, Joanna Schmidt, Gretchen Schwarz and Christian Chun. The
connection graphic novels have to the goals of the Common Core State Standards
unquestionably legitimizes their use in the 6-16 classroom.
Graphic novel scholarship is in its infancy and there were areas of investigation not
considered for this thesis due to scope limitations. For example, the examination of
gender specific roles such as the portrayal and presentation of females and the female
superhero in the comics. Another intriguing area of investigation is a comparison
between the original graphic novels and their film versions: how the different
presentations inform the stories and readers’/viewers’ perceptions of the stories. A third
possibility might be exploring novels from the literary canon and their graphic novel
counterparts. And finally, reading improvement scores using graphic novels as a bridge to
traditional prose texts would be an informative study.
As agents of reading, graphic novels such as Persepolis, Maus, American Born
Chinese, Watchmen and My Friend Dahmer can help teachers and librarians to influence
and teach readers of all levels, in and out the classroom. Graphic novels enhance reader
understanding, critical thought and ability to become active meaning makers of language
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through their multimodal presentation and multiliteracies approach. Additionally, graphic
novels augment the traditional 6-16 curriculum and help teachers and students to meet
literacy goals of the Common Core State Standards.
To quote James Bucky Carter:
The more graphic novels become integrated into the matrix of the English
classroom, the more transformed English will become, moving away from notions
of literacy that are only letter-based, from “one size fits all” literacy instruction,
and from classroom libraries and reading devoid of panels and borders. In short,
the English classroom that integrates graphic novels will be and is becoming a
classroom with books that suggest the class is a place of acceptance, diversity,
deep and multifaceted reading, and discussion that does not shy away from
challenge. (Transforming 52)
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